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HELEN HOWARD 
IN 1964 w BOYD RAYWARD explored “the possible applications of organi- 
zation theory to the study of libraries.”’ During the intervening twenty 
years there has been no general review of organization theory and its 
application to research in librarianship. The purpose of this article is to 
provide such a review. It begins with a very brief overview of the 
development of organization theory, and then, discusses major theories 
from this area which have been used by researchers to investigate ques- 
tions related to librarianship. Finally, it comments on the usefulness of 
the theories and related research for solving problems in librarianship 
and indicates how organization theory and research could be used in the 
future by researchers and practitioners. 
There are a multitude of definitions for organzzation. The precise 
wording depends upon the perspective of particular theorists or 
refearchers. For the purpose of this article, organizations are considered 
to be “social structures created by individuals to support the collabora- 
tive pursuit of specified goals.”2 Organization theory as an area of study 
and research has emerged from work in at least six disciplines: anthro- 
pology, sociology, psychology, social psychology, political science, and 
economics-and three professional schools: business, education, and 
public administration. In its broadest sense it can be defined as the 
Fystematic “study of the structure, functioning and performance of 
organizations and the behavior of groups and individuals within 
them.”3 The study of organizations is both a specialized fieldof inquiry 
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within the disciplines just mentioned as well as an increasingly recog- 
nized focus of multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary research. 
The definition of the domain of organization theory is in a con- 
fused state. For example, while Pfeffer uses “organizational behavior” 
and “organization theory” inter~hangeably,~ Miner clearly differen- 
tiates between the In his view, organization behavior theories are 
of a microanalytic nature and focus on individual and small group 
theories within the context of an organization. In contrast, he sees 
organization theory as dealing with macrolevel analyses of intergroup 
relationships, organization-wide concepts, and organization-
environment interactions. 
This article will deal with organiiation theorists and research 
mainly at the macro level of analysis. In this way I shall attempt not to 
encroach onto the domain of psychological theory. Thus such topics as 
motivation, job satisfaction, attitudes, personality, conflict, and resist- 
ance to change will not be singled out for review. 
Development of Organization Theory 
We live in a society in which organizations are pervasive. Most 
librarians not only work within an organizational context but also are 
involved with other organizations as part of their professional and 
personal activities. A1 though organizations have existed for thousands 
of years, the history of organization theory begins only in the early part 
of this century. In spite of an enormous amount of research effort being 
expended, especially in the last three decades, theory has developed wi th 
great difficulty and slowness. There is as yet no cohesive body of theory 
in the sense of a set of empirically verified propositions that are logically 
linked. Rather, there is a plethora of points of view, theoretical perspec- 
tives, and approaches to analysk6To date, most organization theories 
are of the middle range and each is incomplete in i t ~ e l f . ~  An overall 
synthesis has yet to be produced. In parts of the domain, progress in this 
direction has occurred: Mintzberg has produced an excellent synthesis 
of theory and research on the structuring of organizations,’ and Miner 
has described and evaluated over thirty theories of organization behav- 
ior from the point of view of their scientificcontribution and usefulness 
in application^.^ 
Organization theory has evolved through roughly three stages 
which can be delineated chronologically. In the first third of this cen- 
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tury, the study of organizations was generally dominated by the “classi- 
cal” approach, which was largely concerned with the anatomy of the 
formal organization and managerial practices and was based on the 
assumptions that man is a rational animal who can be motivated by 
financial rewards. Dominant concepts included the “one best way” and 
Weber’s “ideal type” of bureacracy.” 
Partly as a reaction to the view of workers as extensions of 
machines, the study of organizations in the second third of the century 
was dominated by an approach generally labeled “human relations” or 
“neoclassical.” Human behavior in organizations and social psychol- 
ogy of work groups and informal groups became the dominant focus of 
attention. Although their theories were poles apart, both the neoclassi- 
cal and behavioral writers believed they had come up with the one best 
way to organize.11During the 1950sand 1960s,however, “principles” of 
organization were questioned, research became more empirical, and 
experimentation both in the laboratory and in the field increased in 
importance. 
Contemporary organization theory draws heavily on general sys- 
tems theory.” Organizations are considered to be open systems which 
are basically concerned with structure, interdependence and relation- 
ships, including those with the en~i r0nment . l~  The “one best way” to 
organize principles has been replaced by the systems theory principle of 
equifinality-i.e., the assumption that more than one means of reach-
ing a desired state exists. According to the “contingency approach” 
there is no one best way to structure an organization or manage it. 
Rather, the choice depends upon many variables-including environ-
mental conditions, resources, technology, type of task, and types and 
size of staff. 
Organization Theory and Research in Librarianship 
This review of organization theories which have helped researchers 
formulate and answer questions related to librarianship concentrates on 
research conducted in the last ten years. In a few instances, earlier work 
of particular import is included. The focus is on theories of organiza-
tional processes and structure and on research done in North America. 
The largest proportion of the literature reporting on the application of 
organization theory to research in librarianship is in the form of doc-
toral dissertations. Some of the same research also appears as mono- 
graphs and/or journal articles. Very few other studies exist. 
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Libraries as Bureaucracies 
The study of organizational structure, the study of contextual 
variables such as size, and the study of characteristics of Weber’s bureau- 
cratic model of organization are closely related. Research in librarian- 
ship has tested a number of theories or parts of theories relating to these 
general areas. 
Two of the first dissertations to test organization theory in a library 
setting were completed in 1969. Spenre tested in sixty-two Association 
of Research Libraries (ARL libraries) Weber’s theory that, as an organi- 
zation increases in size, predictable changes occur in other specific 
characteristic^.'^ His data showed a significant correlation among all 
the measures of size (which could be explained by the fact that ARL 
membership is dependent upon various measures of sire), but no signifi- 
cant correlation between size and any of the other components of the 
theory. 
Plate developed a methodology for the description o f  middle man- 
agement personnel in university libraries based on Robert Presthus’s 
model of patterns of accommodation to a bureaucratic A 
theoretical model consisting of three new ideal types (the Specialist, the 
Executive, and the Technocrat) was constructed, but this model has vet 
to be tested. 
Two studies have been conducted on the relationship o f  the organi- 
zational variables of complexity, centralization, formalization, and 
stratification to the rate of innovation or program change. In four 
academic librarics, Howard applied some of the theory, variables, and 
measures developed b y  Hagr and Aiken in a study of social welfare 
agencies.16 Howard’s study showed that the variables and measures 
could be used in another type of service organization, and that in general 
the findings of Hage and Aiken were supported-the rate of innovation 
related positively to complexity and negatively to centralization, for- 
malization, and stratification. Boyd built on this research to investigate 
the relationship between complexity, centralization, formalization, and 
stratification and the rate of change and leadership style in a selection of 
public 1ibra1-ies.l~ The  two kinds of leadership style studied were “con- 
sideration” and “initiating structure.”18 He found a negative relation- 
ship between centralization, formalization, stratification, and rate of 
change and little positive relationship between complexity and rate of 
change. Also, there was little perceived relationship between leadership 
styles and the rate of change. 
Maag examined the relationship between program change and five 
organizational variables-complexi ty, formalization, stratification, job 
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satisfaction, and decision-making style-within 104 academic librar- 
ies.lg He found three correlations to be statistically significant and in the 
direction hypothesized: program change was correlated positively with 
extra-organizational activity and negatively with centralization of 
decision-making and salary stratification. In addition, he found a sig- 
nificant relationship between program change and institutional level- 
i.e., libraries in baccalaureate-master’s institutions tended to implement 
more new programs and services than did libraries in institutions with 
doctorates. 
Mittermeyer’s research is the first empirical study to compare pub- 
lic libraries in two administrative settings-board-administered and 
municipally integrated-to determine whether there are significant 
differences in the distribution of power (as measured by professional 
input to decision-making) and in professional attitudes.” She used 
Hage and Aiken’s theory and measures for “centralization” and “com-
plexity” and Richard Hall’s professionalism scale to study nine board- 
administered libraries in Ontario and nine municipally integrated 
libraries located in several states.” She did not find any significant 
differences in the levels of centralization and complexity in the two 
settings. Professional attitudes differed significantly in only one 
measure-belief in service to the public was significantly greater in the 
municipally integrated libraries. 
Elliott Jaques has developed a general theory of the nature of work 
in bureaucratic organizations and a measure of the level of work based 
on the longest period of time that a person has to complete an assigned 
role.” Donald Gould is applying Jaques’s theory and measurement 
methodology to a study of the levels of work of librarians in technical 
service departments of academic librarie~.’~ 
Contingency Theory 
The contingency theory of organizations developed by Lawrence 
and Lorsch, building on work done by Burns and Stalker, postulates 
that an effective organization has a structure which is consistent with its 
environmental needs.24 They drew a distinction between three main 
subsystems of an organization-marketing, economic- technical, and 
scientific-and hypothesized that the structure of each subsystem would 
vary with the predictability of its own environment. The major organi- 
zational factors with which Lawrence and Lorsch are concerned are 
“differentiation” and “integration.” Differentiation refers to the differ- 
ences in formal structure, time goal and interpersonal orientations 
SPRING 1984 481 
HELEN H O W A R D  
among departments of an organization, while integration is the per- 
ceived unity o f  effort among the departments. 
Vonverk was the first to apply the theory to a study of academic 
librarie~.'~He modified the instruments for use in two academic librar- 
ies at the divisional rather than the departmental level-public services, 
technical services, and systems offices-which he viewed as similar to 
market, economic-technical, and scientific subsystems. His data showed 
that the libraries were relatively undifferentiated at this level. Benson 
susbequently applied the Lawrence and Lorsch theory to the study of 
the departmental structure of six academic libraries.26 Although not all 
the hypotheses were supported, the data did show that the higher 
performing libraries (measured by circulation, reference questions, in- 
house circulation, and library attendance) had organizational structures 
consistent with their environments as measured in terms of task clarity 
and difficulty. He  found the libraries to be relatively undifferentiated at 
the departmental level. 
Hook also investigated differentiation in academic l ibrar ie~. '~  Two 
hypotheses guided his study of three medium-sized libraries: (1) that the 
three libraries do not differ significantly from each other in the degree to 
which their subsystems are integrated and differentiated; and (2)depart-
ments with the same function in each of the libraries resemble one 
another more in differentiation characteristics than they do  other 
departments in the same library. Again, the data showed that there was 
not a significant difference among any of the subsystems in the three 
libraries. 
Zuck examined the relationship hetween the stability of a library 
environment and the extent of centralized decision-making in twenty 
ARL libraries.28 The  independent variable was an index number devel- 
oped from the percentage of budgetary fluctuations in the period 1965- 
75. One hypothesis was that unstable library environments would be 
related to the centralization of decision-making. The  findings, however, 
indicated that decision-making tended to be centralized regardless of the 
stability of the environment as measured. 
Organizational adaptation to the environment was studied by Sho- 
nam in his investigation of how six public libraries in California 
responded to a reduction in financial resources and changes in the 
composition of populations served." The  three factors found to be 
highly correlated with adaptive behavior were management style, the 
director's goals and values, and the organiration's strategy. 
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Decision-Making 
Decision-making is a key process in any organization. There is no 
single, cohesive theory of decision-making but a major influence has 
been exerted by Herbert Simon. A central thesis in Simon’s thinking is 
that rational decision-making is limited or bounded. IJnder bounded 
rationality, the decision-maker, instead of maximizing-i.e., instead of 
selecting the best alternative from among all those available to him-
searches only until he finds a course of action which satisfices or is 
“good enough.”30 Other major themes include a model of the decision- 
making process-the intelligence, the design and the choice activities- 
and the distinction between programmed and nonprogrammed
decision^.^^ 
Two studies have applied different aspects of Simon’s theories. 
Curran investigated the influence of the New Jersey statewide plan for 
library services upon the decision-making process of area librarian^.^' 
The plan was shown to influence more programmed, routine decision- 
making than nonprogrammed, novel decision activity. Davis’s work is a 
case study of “innovative decision-making” in the establishment of 
OCLC.33 She found two contrasting modes. From 1963 to 1965, 
members of interlibrary cooperation committees followed the satisfic- 
ing mode of decision-making. However, from 1965 to 1966 they fol-
lowed a mode which resulted in a distinctive innovative choice. 
Two other studies have focused on decision-making regarding 
OCLC. Luquire, in his study of twenty-three ARL libraries, found that 
the greater the participation in decision-making, the more positive was 
the evaluation of OCLC.34 Musmann examined the details of the 
decision-making process leading to the adoption of OCLC by the 
library system of the California State University and Colleges.35 He 
found that the organization’s large size, complexity, and the decentrali- 
zation of power within i t  contributed to an environment of slow 
decision-making. 
McClure has been investigating the role of the “information rich” 
in decision-making in academic libraries.36 His data support the 
hypothesis that those people who are identified as the information rich 
tend to be involved in library decision-making. Likert’s “Profile of 
Organizational Characteristics” has been used by several investigators 
to determine the degree of staff participation in dec i~ ion-making .~~ An 
early investigation by Hess gathered data from 582 respondents in 98 
academic and 90 public libraries in Calif~rnia.~’ He found that 
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although “consultative” practices generally prevailed, actual decision- 
making tended to be concentrated at or near the top of the organiza- 
tional hierarchies. On the basis of these findings, Hess recommended 
that work groups be trained in participation and foresaw a resulting 
increase in organizational productivity. 
Marchant investigated the influence of professional librarians’ par- 
ticipation in decision-making upon the effectiveness of twenty-two 
university librarie~.~’ Although he did not find any statistically signifi- 
cant relationships between participation in decision-making and his 
performance measures, he reported a significant relationship between 
participation in decision-making and staff satisfaction. Stewart, in a 
study of six college libraries, found no direct relationship between the 
degrce of staff participation in the operation of these libraries and 
selected performance measures. 40 In general, research has not demon- 
strated that participation in decision-making causes high performance 
in an organization as a whole. 
Design and Structure 
Organization design may be defined as “the process of specifying 
optimal combinations of organizational characteristics to achieve 
desired organizational while organization structure is 
“the organization’s official arrangement of roles, authority, relation- 
ships, and communication patterns. 1’42 This section covers theory and 
research on aspects of organizational design and structure which have 
not already been reviewed under other headings. 
Alfred Chandler, after an extensive analysis of case history data, 
developed the thesis that “structure follows strategy” in the life cycle of 
an industrial firm.43 Strategy refers to long range plans which answer 
the question, “what business are we in?” He concluded that growth 
without structural adjustment led to economic ine f f i c i en~y .~~  Wicker 
tested Chandler’s theory in his study of the organizational growth of 
fifty-five large university libraries.45 He concluded that, although the 
organizational structures of American university libraries do not 
change as frequently as that of profit-oriented corporations, they do 
pass through the phases identified by Chandler and structure does 
follow managerial strategy. 
Open systems theory perceives structure as a dynamic relationship 
between the various components of an organization. Organizations 
have boundaries, which, although they separate the organization from 
its environment, are permeable.46 Boundaries delineate the “domain” of 
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an organization’s activities but may be rather vaguely formed. Boundar- 
ies can be set to include an entire organization or to delineate subsystems 
such as departments or divisions. Boundary-spanning units or individ- 
uals serve as boundary agents between various subsystems or between an 
organization and environmental systems.47 
Sloan’s investigation of the organization of collection development 
in large university libraries was guided by four concepts from organiza- 
tion theory: organizational environment, structure or design, task struc- 
ture, and t e ~ h n o l o g y . ~ ~  She developed variables and measures for each of 
these concepts and collected data through interviews in eleven ARL 
libraries. Results support the view that collection development is a 
boundary-spanning activity and suggest that the rate of change in the 
environment may be related to formal structure. 
Martell, using several concepts from organization theory-
relationship with the environment, boundary spanning, work systems 
design, and quality-of-work-life principles-developed a structural 
model of academic libraries which is intended to lead to improvements 
in the client orientation of academic research libraries in response to 
(1) the demands of post-industrial society, (2) the opportunities offered 
by contcmporary technologies, and (3)  the need for more meaningful 
ro l~s .~ ’The main thrust of Martell’s design is the creation of small 
client-centered units within which librarians engage in multifunction 
activities including advanced reference, collection development, com- 
puterized literature searching, and library instruction. These activities 
would be boundary spanning in that librarians would be in direct 
contact with specific user groups. He suggests the creation of a proto- 
type work group and presents an outline for planning, implementing 
and evaluating the prototype. 
Putnam examined the relationship between organization structure 
and work group performance in a large research library.50 The findings 
show significant values on most of the pairings of the effectiveness 
variables, Group Performance and Adaptability, with most of the struc- 
tural characteristics. The findings are discussed as diagnostics for 
organization design decisions. 
Technology 
Perrow theorized that the technology of an organization is a major 
determinant of its structure and other organizational ~haracteristics.~~ 
Lynch undertook to delineate empirically the dimensions of Perrow’s 
technology construct and to develop a valid and reliable measure that 
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could be used to compare the technologies o f  library department~.~’She 
considered three asperts of technology: ( 1 )  the nature of the raw mate- 
rials entering a department, (2) the nature of the technology used to 
convert the raw materials into finished products, and (3) what an 
organization’s members must know to convert the materials into a 
finished product or servicc. She developed a seven-item scale which was 
shown to be a reliable measure of the technology construct in fifteen 
departments assigned the functions of book selection, acquisitions, 
cataloging, circulation and reference in three academic libraries. The 
scale was successful in discriminating among the departments as to 
technology, but the differences were small. 
Organizational Climate 
The term organzzatzonal clzmate refers to “a set of attributes spe- 
cific to a particular organization that may be induced from the way that 
organization deals with members and its e n ~ i r o n m e n t . ” ~ ~  Organiza-
tional climate is composed of two interrelated sets of characteristics-
organizational characteristics and psychological characteristics. 
Samuel5 undertook the dcvelopment of a valid and reliable instrument 
for mearuring public librarians’ perceptions of organizational cli- 
mate.54 The instrument developed was a modification of the Educa- 
tional Testing Services’ “Institutional Functioning Inventory” and 
consisted of eleven scales. These were tested in twenty medium-sized 
public libraries. Eight of the scales were found to be sufficiently reliable 
and valid to be used in further research. Stellingwerf used the Modified 
Institutional Functioning Inventory to measure organizational climate 
in thirty public libraries.55 She then examined the relationship between 
organizational climate and the ability of the staff to estimate user needs. 
She found no significant relationship. 
Research by Social Scientists 
Social scientists have largely ignored the study of libraries as organ- 
izations. Recent exceptions are two studies funded by the National 
Endowment for the Humanities, the National Enquiry into Scholarly 
Communication, and the Educational Testing Service and conducted 
by sociologists Hugh Cline and Loraine S i n n ~ t t . ~ ~  In the first study, 
published as Building Library Collections, the researchers stated that 
they planned to share with professional librarians the “social-science 
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prism of organization, structure, and function,” and to “make a basic 
contribution to the social-science study of complex organization^."^^ 
Employing a comparative case study approach, they interviewed 340 
librarians, faculty, and administrators in seven academic libraries. They 
attempted to synthesize findings around five theoretical issues includ- 
ing organizational boundaries. However, the information provided is 
slight and interpretations are simplistic. 
The second study, entitled T h e  Electronic Library, examines the 
effect of automation on the structure and functioning of four university 
libraries. The case study approach again was used and 216 librarians 
and administrators were interviewed. Theoretical background is pro- 
vided, especially on the issues of organizational design and leadership. 
The investigators speculate on several changes including: ( I )  reorgani-
zation of libraries as a result of a greatly diminished workload for 
acquisitions and original cataloging, (2) the adoption of a matrix form 
of organization, and (3)  the grouping of library staff to serve subject 
fields and disciplines with librarians having multiple functional 
assignments within their specific disciplines. 
Theory, Research and Practice 
How useful has organization theory and the research it spawned in 
librarianship been in solving practitioners’ problems? The  answer must 
be, “not very”-so far. There are at least four reasons: (1) the lack of 
cohesiveness and synthesis in organization theory, (2) the almost ran- 
dom and noncumulative nature of most applications of organization 
theory to research in librarianship, (3) the lack of wide dissemination of 
research results, and (4)  the apparent lack of awareness and/or interest 
on the part of all but a few library administrators and practitioners to 
apply the results of this research to their organizational problems. 
Although this review of applications of organization theory to 
research indicates that a considerable amount of research has been 
undertaken, the research tends to be fragmented and has often produced 
results which are inconclusive or not generalizable. Nevertheless, some 
foci are emerging-e.g., the areas of structural design and decision- 
making. In addition, some successful attempts have been made to 
develop reliable and valid measures appropriate for use in studying 
libraries as complex organi~ations.~’ 
Even in its imperfect state, organization theory applied to research 
in librarianship offers many opportunities for identifying, understand- 
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ing and solving problems which have not been grasped by administa- 
tors and practitioners. However, some librarians are responding to the 
challenge to think creatively about their organizations. Some are realiz- 
ing that organizational structural arrangements are not immutable but 
consist of a complex set of variables over which they can exercise 
considerable control.59 
Bureaucratic models of organization dominate most libraries. Few 
major changes have been reported in the literature; those which have 
been reported are for the most part occurring in academic libraries. The  
most current example is the reorganization taking place at the LJniver- 
sity of Illinois-1Jrbana-Champaign Library." The  reorganization, 
which is expected to be completed in 1984, abolishes the division 
between technical and public services and creates structures in which 
groups of librarians are defined not by the functions they perform but by 
the scrvice they provide across the full range of librarianship to a 
particular type of user. This  reorganization applies concepts from 
organization theory and is patterned after Martell's model.61 This model 
has similarities to but goes considerably beyond the organizational 
structure recommended by Booz, Allen and Hamil ton for Columbia 
ITniversity.62 
Other examples of restructuring include the abolition of the con- 
ventional public services/technical services structure. At the Bowling 
Green State [Jniversity Library functions are grouped under (1)Access 
Services (circulation, cataloging, acquisitions, interlibrary loan, dupli- 
cating, and processing), (2) Information Services (computer searching, 
collection development, library user education, and reference), and (3)  
Special ~ o ~ l e c t i o n s . ~ ~  
The  matrix model of organizational structure which draws heavily 
on the social and behavioral sciences is proffered in the literature as an 
alternative to heirarchical structures.64 The  first North American library 
reported to have implemented a matrix structure was the Elyria (Ohio) 
Public Library but the experiment was ~ h o r t - l i v e d . ~ ~  In 1982 the San 
Francisco State IJniversity Library introduced a modified matrix model 
in Readers' Services. To date, staff reactions are positive.@ 
Organirational processes are interrelated with structural considera- 
tions. There is an abundance of general descriptions in the literature. 
Accounts of actual implementation of, for example, decision-making 
mechanisms to lead to greater staff input, are scattered throughout the 
literature of decision-making, participatory management, status, and 
management and leadership styles.67 What is lacking is critical analysis 
of changes in the decision-making process and its ramifications. 
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The Future of Organization Theory in Research in Librarianship 
Organization theory, although developing slowly and with diffi- 
culty, could be an important resource for investigating problems in 
librarianship. There is a need, however, for organizational theorists to 
pull theories together, to synthesize. In addition, much work needs to be 
done on developing improved measures. In spite of these difficulties, 
organization theory could and should play an important role in aiding 
research and solving problems in librarianship in the future. There are 
pitfalls, however, for librarians as researchers in this area. Lynch des- 
cribes the problem well: 
The library researcher who borrows a theory ...must fully understand 
its assumptions and limitations and must bc thoroughly familiar 
with the empirical evidence which tends to support or limit the 
application of the theory to the problems of librarianship. Naive or 
uninformed use of approachcs found useful in other disciplines can 
be damaging, particularly if library administrators act on the basis of 
the invalid generalization. It is therefore important that studies that 
borrow from other fields be monitored critically so that only well- 
founded research will be accepted.68 
As practitioners increase their knowledge of organization theory, 
and as researchers from a variety of disciplines improve their tests of 
organization theory in library settings, knowledge of libraries as com- 
plcx organizations will increase. Improvements in understanding and 
applications of organization theory should assist librarians in coping 
with rapid change and a turbulent environment. 
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